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	PROPOSED CHANGES TO WORDING – POLICY OR SUPPORTING TEXT
	


	SUBMISSION STATEMENT
Sub-matter 1A
STRATEGIC ISSUES, VISION AND OBJECTIVES

1A.1
What are the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East and is the response of the draft RSS adequate?  (To include reference to the results of monitoring performance against RPG9, and recent, post-RPG9, developments in national policy e.g. the Sustainable Communities Plan and emerging planning policy statements).

The biggest challenge is growing sustainably which means achieving social, economic and environmental objectives together.  Doing this without prejudicing the environment or exceeding environmental limits is a priority..  One of the most important changes in government policy occurred during the development of the South East Plan.  Securing the Future, the UK sustainable development Strategy
 provides a focus on environmental limits, sustainable consumption and production and a new emphasis on sustainable economies.

The government makes it clear that sustainable development has to occur in the context of taking action on Climate Change.  Given the trends in the South East with high car ownership, high car usage, rising incomes leading to greater use of natural resources, we believe that this region, more than most others, has a role to play in developing a plan that can deliver a high quality of life for all residents whilst reducing resource use and greenhouse gas emissions.  The new PPS26 is likely to indicate the role that Local Authorities must play in delivering on the Government’s climate commitments.  The conundrum for the South East Plan will be how to contribute positively to this agenda whilst providing the growth required in the Sustainable Communities Plan. 

Many of the growth areas are close to or contain designated landscapes and/or key wildlife areas of international or national importance (AONBs, National Parks, Ramsar sites, Natura 2000 sites, SSSIs, etc).  Yet little account appears to have been taken of this and many are threatened either directly from proposed development or the associated infrastructure, including roadbuilding  and water treatment and supply, Equally, little account is taken of the huge benefit that these areas provide in quality of life terms – particularly relating to health (physical and mental well-being), contributing to economic performance as well as environmental services.

In many areas the Regional Policy Framework itself is an adequate response to the challenges we outline above. However, we do have issues with parts of it – in particular:

· Failure to follow through with regard to climate policies, 

· Lack of integration of countryside issues, 

· Inadequate recognition of walking and cycling throughout the whole Plan.  

All of these will be essential in delivering the Plan’s aspirations for a Healthy Region.

Of great concern is the fact that the sub regional strategies and significant elements of the implementation plan appear to work against the overarching ‘sustainable development’ objective of the Plan.  

The success of the RSS will be highly dependent on good monitoring and amendment/development of policy in the future.  We have reservations about the effectiveness of the monitoring process which we have previously raised. 

1A.2
Are the draft RSS’s vision and objectives clear and appropriate?  How will this vision of a healthier region be achieved (section C, para 2.2.1)?  

We fully support the vision, which is clear and appropriate, as defined on page 28.  However, we feel that the issues that the Plan needs to relate to, outlined in paragraph 2.1, are repetitive and could be shortened by combining a number of them.  A key issue ‘hidden’ under the sustainable development context heading is the need to respect environmental limits, which because of its importance should be explicitly mentioned here.  Other key aspects of sustainable development are also somewhat lost in this section. 

Paragraph 2.2.1 is generally supported although there should be a greater emphasis on improving the region’s quality of life.  This paragraph talks of just maintaining a high quality of life and as such appears to contradict the vision which talks of “a sustained improvement in its [the region’s] quality of life”.  

We are also concerned that in paragraph 2.2.1, when describing the overall result of the Plan, a higher quality environment is not listed as a key output.  Yet an earlier sentence in the paragraph gives the impression that this will be an output stating that:  “the Assembly and its partners intend to nurture and enhance the region’s assets…” 

A key feature of the results of the public consultation which has not been adequately acknowledged within the Pre-submission Consultation Statement nor adequately taken into account in drafting the Plan was the very high level of support for protecting the countryside, second only to reducing rubbish and pollution.  Given the poor integration of countryside issues within the Plan it is unclear as to how this strong public opinion has been incorporated within the Plan.  It is also worth noting that there was substantial support for levels of housing at or below 28,000 new homes a year amongst the public but that this was not eventually agreed upon.  While it is easy to dismiss opinion polls and surveys, a key part of sustainable development is good governance.  This requires that greater notice be given to public opinion and if for any reason an issue of public concern is not given the weight that the public would like, this should be acknowledged and explained, not hidden from view and ignored.

The crucial issue within paragraph 2.2.1 is what is meant by substantial when describing the programme of housing development and economic growth.  This clearly needs to be related to environmental limits of the region and the Plan would benefit from having that explicitly stated within paragraph 2.2.1.

Whilst the vision is easy to find and simply stated it is less clear what the objectives are.  Section A, Challenges has a sub-section entitled Plan Parameters and Principles, which actually defines a long set of objectives for the Plan.  However there is also a Statement of Policy in Section C Strategy Options and Sustainability which appears to define a further list of principles or objectives as a way of defining a core Statement of Policy.

We would suggest that it might be better to change the title of Section C to something like “Vision and Strategy”.  The objectives in Section A, page 10 could be tightened up and then moved into section C. 

The East of England Plan Panel Report recommends a very clear list of objectives which are easy to follow. 

1A.3
Is the draft RSS right to adopt "a cautionary approach" to growth over the long-term (section B, para 7.4.1), and to plan to meet the "reasonable needs" of the region (Statement of Policy, section C, para 2.2.1)?  What is meant by the concept of reasonableness?

Yes, we feel it is very wise to adopt such an approach given that the full environmental implications are not known and that the SA raises serious concerns about the broad impacts of the draft Plan. Many have questioned whether the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan can be carried out sustainably or whether it will result in unsustainable trends being locked in to Regional Spatial Strategies.

“Reasonable need” implies meeting social and economic needs in ways which do not prejudice environmental quality and limits.  We would therefore argue that reasonableness means recognising limits and ensuring that there is true integration (not merely a trading off or balancing) between social, economic and environmental objectives. 

An example of this would be in terms of choosing the right levels of housing for the region.  What is reasonable should be determined by looking at all three aspects of sustainable development and not letting one area dominate.

1A.4
Has the draft RSS been properly informed by Sustainability Appraisal?  How can the recently completed Appropriate Assessment best inform the testing and finalising of the draft RSS?

It was difficult in the early phases of the SA to see how it was influencing the development of the Plan as it took a long time before any real conclusions started to emerge.  The latest version of the SA report is much clearer in spelling out some of the broad benefits and disbenefits of the Plan. It now identifies some clear deficiencies in the Plan regarding sustainable development. There appears to be little evidence that SA results have been translated into significant policy amendments that will address the issues identified.

We have had some concerns with the SA itself as it:

· may not have been applied consistently to the sub regional strategies;

· has underplayed or failed to consider the impact of new development on nationally designated landscapes (e.g. of roads on tranquillity);

· has failed to recognise the regional significance of biodiversity by categorising this as being of ‘sub-regional’ significance.

We would concur with the conclusions of the report by TRL for Wokingham District Council which points out that there are limitations of the approach taken which focuses on IRF objectives alone.
  We also concur that there are incompatibilities still in the plan which will make it difficult for Local Authorities to “translate objectives into practice.”  Given that the SA clearly states that there are still tensions in the Plan we do feel that not enough changes have been made to demonstrate how these tensions will be resolved.  As TRL state:

“The Plan seems to face challenges in promoting a sustainable balance between economic prosperity, environmental quality, social well being and a high quality of life. Although environmental objectives and policies are set out they often seem to be overridden by economic and social concerns.”

We believe that this helps to explain the apparent dichotomy in the Plan between the mostly very good core policies and the types of policies in some of the sub regional strategies along with the investment priorities listed in the Implementation Plan. It appears that the SA of the Implementation Plan has not resolved this particular problem.

The SA Report of the Draft South East Plan includes clear conclusions concerning four key areas where the Plan would be likely to fail to deliver sustainable development in its current form. This implies that the SA had not, up to March 2006, had sufficient influence on the Plan policies.

The SA Report also set out recommendations to address the problems identified. These included undertaking a Sustainability Appraisal of the Implementation Plan (which, as at March 2006, was admitted to be an incomplete document, and which was expected to help to address some of the sustainability issues identified in the SA Report. The most recent version of the Implementation Plan remains incomplete in particular with respect to environmental and green infrastructure. This means that one of the four key problems of the Plan (that it is likely to result in increases in resource consumption (including water), increased production of waste, increased emissions from transport and less biodiversity) has not been addressed adequately in spite of the clear, explicit reference to these elements of ‘unsustainability’ in the SA Report.

We welcome the late addition of an Appropriate Assessment of the Plan. It is clear that this should have been undertaken at a much earlier stage in the process, since potential impacts (‘likely significant effects’) on internationally important wildlife sites could have been identified and remedial action taken as part of the development of the Plan. This could have included actions such as altering the scale or shifting the focus of development, or introducing policies to safeguard the integrity of the sites at risk.  

We believe that:

· independent, parallel appraisals and assessments of the whole of the Plan are essential to ensure it can deliver sustainable development;
· sustainable development will only be achieved if the results are utilised effectively to modify Plan policies; and 
· the Panel is in a key position to ensure that the results of the Appropriate Assessment are taken fully into account and that the Plan is adjusted to ensure that its implementation is not likely to give rise to significant effects on European (i.e. Natura 2000) and Ramsar sites.










� Securing the Future, the UK Sustainable Development Strategy


� East of England Panel Report Recommendation 3.5 page 186


� Review of Sustainability Implications of the Draft South East Plan and Associated Documents for Wokingham District Council, 2005. Centre for Sustainability at TRL Limited
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